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RECOLLECTIONS OF THE FORMATION OF THE N.T. 
FIELD NATURALISTS* CLUB 

Tony Stokes 

Australian Bird and Bat Banding Schemes 
Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service 
GPO Box 8, Canberra, A.C.T. 2601 


Introduction 

Bom and raised until I was ten in the Northern Territory, I often dreamt of 
returning as an adult. The opportunity came in Jan uary 1977 when as a raw graduate 
I obtained a teaching position at Wagaman Primary School in Darwin. Regrettably 
the stay was short, for in December the same year I secured a position with the 
Australian Museum in Sydney. However during the time I was back in the Territory 
I was lucky enough to have had a hand in the formation of the Field Naturalists’ 
Club. With the Club now in its tenth year and the departure of many of the founding 
members over the years, it may be appropriate to record these notes about its 
formation. 

At the outset I should say that the Club arose from discussion between four, and 
then quickly, five, six and more individuals. All contributed in similar fashion to 
its founding and if these notes sound egocentric, it is only because they are based 
largely upon extracts from a brief diary I wrote that year to send to my parents in 
lieu of more interesting letters. 

An Idea 

I was not a particularly satisfied neophyte teacher. My major interest was 
ornithology and my initial months back in the Territory were spent locating other 
ornithologists and going bush with them. A principle source of contact was at the 
CSIRO Division of Wildlife Research in Berrimah. Another was through local 
members of the Royal Australasian Ornithologists Union and on 26 March 19771 
attended a meeting at Hilary Thompson’s home which established the local 
network of the RAOU Bird Atlas Scheme. Besides Hilary, I was by this stage in 
touch with people such as John Estbergs, Tony and Mary Hertog, and Pat Rowan, 
who later became stalwarts of the Club. 

I was also bothering CSIRO with a view of possible employment and my diary 
entry for 7 April carries the first indication of the idea of a Club in the following 
words - 

(After school I) went to CSIRO and broached the possibility of starting a 

Top End Field Naturalists Club - it’s incredible, nothing like it has already 

been formed. Mike Ridpath (the OIC of the CSIRO labs) was helpful but 
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cautiously worried about its viability with the transient population.” 
Preliminary Meetings 

The Club grew from the informal meetings of four people in the herpetology 
section of the Northern Territory Museum. The Museum was then housed in 
derelict buildings (the result of Cyclone Tracy) at its former site in town. 

The first mention of meetings at the Museum is recorded in the diary on Friday 
13 May when, “I... went to CSIRO and into town to see (the) N.T. Museum people. 
Richard Wells and Graham Gow (Curator of Herpetology) took me on a tour of the 
set-up such as it is”. Ten years later, Richard has attracted some notoriety as the 
proponent of many new taxonomic categories of Australian reptiles, fishes and 
insects using extremely controversial methods. Then, however, he was employed 
as Graham’s hyper-enthusiastic herpctological assistant. 

In June 1 began working at the museum on one or two nights a week after school. 
Red-eyed and blinking from formalin, 1 labelled specimens in the confined brick 
room with its makeshift wall that was the Museum. On 12 July the diary records 
for the first time thcprcsence at the Museum of the four prime-movers in forming 
the Club - Richard Wells, Keith Martin, Stephen Harwood and myself. These work 
sessions often ran from 4.30 to 11 pm and usually concluded over a cup of coffee 
or a late meal at the Capri Restaurant. 

On 13 July I went 

“... over to the Museum to work till 7pm when I went for a meal. Richard 
Wells, Steve Harwood, Keith Martin and myself hadapreliminary ‘meeting’ 
while labelling the fish collection and formed a N.T. Field Naturalists' Club. 

We will advertise an inaugural meeting in three weeks time and put out a 
journal. The move is long overdue and I’ve been holding talks since 
arriving. Many other people believe it is necessary and I think it will go like 
arockct but there are some heavy pessimists. Nevertheless we all have a lot 
to do in the next few weeks.” 

Planning the First Meeting 

Undoubtedly we each agreed to do specific tasks to get things underway but I 
don’t recall what they were. However the diary entries give some idea of the pace 
at which things moved. On 18 July, “I went over to seePatRowan to get his promise 
to give a talk to the NTFNA (sic) and write a paper for the journal”. 

The Darwin Show was on that weekandby 21 July we had apparently prepared 
a brochure advertising the Club because on that date, “... I got another three stalls 
to hand out the NTFNC brochure. We are getting a lot of support now. I hope 
everyone comes good with money, subs and attendance though. I still have to find 
a speaker for the first night”. 
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On 23 July I went "... over to Hilary Thompson’s home to get him on our 
NTFNC committee and on Monday 25 July, 

“... rang around about the NTFNC ... and after school went into a meeting 
with Lex Silvester, barrister and solicitor, on the legal aspects of setting up 
the Club. Keith Martin also attended. Afterwards we talked about it some 
more, went out to Winnellie to order a rubber stamp for the NTFNC and 
came back at 5.20pm to see Richard and Steve at the Museum”. 

On 26 July, “I went into town to get Steve Harwood to get our advertisement 
into the paper”, and on the following day, 

“... after ringing around the various biologists, I went to see some of them 
in the afternoon... I have now lined up a speaker per month for the next year 
and we are putting monthly notices in various shops advertising the Club. 

The support has been overwhelming. At 7.30pm the three other guys on the 
Interim Committee met at my place to draw up a draft Constitution, based 
mainly on the Australian Herpetological Society Constitution. I was 
selected to chair the Inaugural Meeting at Darwin High School Theatrette 
on 10-8-77”. 

On 28 July, “I went to the Community College to deliver some NTFNC 
publicity posters ... then into town to put two adverts in the paper for next week - 
cost $30. Saw Lex Silvester, the solicitor, and registered the ‘N.T. Naturalist’ and 
‘Nature Territory’ names at $14.” 

During the following two weeks are references to many meetings of the Interim 
Committee, the draft Constitution and, on the night before the inaugural meeting 
(9 August), I was at home writing a speech on hawk identification. 

Then, on 10 August 1977, this entry - 

“Typed out the Constitution ... and then ran off 100 copies for the 
meeting ... More preparation of diagrams on my talk of ‘How to identify 
common hawks of Darwin’. Dinner at 6.30 and at 7.20pm drove in to help 
set up facilities, arrange slide projectors etc. Took the chair at the Inaugural 
Meeting of the NTFNC at 8.15pm, cracked a few jokes, made a few slips, 
stated the aims and concepts as the Interim Committee saw them, and 
fielded a few discussion questions from the floor. 75 people turned up - a 
good crowd. They were all given a copy of the Constitution, the first 
newsletter and a membership application form. At 8.35 I began my talk, 
raised a few laughs and maybe got across some points. Showed some good 
slides borrowed from John Estbergs, Pat Rowan and Hilary Thompson. 
Finished at 8.55pm and then Graham White of N.T. Fisheries launched into 
his talk on a fish study at Gove. That went down very well until 9.40pm 
when the meeting ended. Many stayed to talk over coffee later and $ 167 in 
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subscriptions and donations were received”. 

Over the following weeks various meetings of the committee are recorded and 
Keith Martin, as Interim Secretary, reported on 20 August that six more applications 
for membership had been received. 

On Wednesday 14 September I collected Peter Stevens, Steve Harwood and 
Richard Wells and, 

"... we arrived at Darwin High School at 7.45pm for the second meeting 
of the NTFNC. I broke an overhead projector rushing around beforehand, 
but 100 people turned up to hear Dave Lindner talk on crocodile biology and 
conservation. The Constitution was accepted without amendment and 
prior-arranged list of six candidates for the Executive Committee (no one 
nominated from the floor). Consequently I am inaugural President of the 
Club, Keith Martin is Secretary and Steve Harwood, Treasurer. We have 56 
members paid up already and $350 - so it looks likeit will really go well. The 
talk was exceptionally well received, many questions, long (1.5 hours) 
coffee ehat afterwards and packed theatrette”. 

On the following day the press rang for a small report on the Club. They also 
wanted a copy of Dave’s speech and were referred to him for that. When the 
newspaper article appeared on 16 September I noted that it was “... not too bad as 
publicity but a little inaccurate”, presumably because it was mistakenly labelled as 
the first meeting. 

During the following week various people were approached with a view to 
designing a Club motif, and I convened the first meeting of the Executive on 22 
September at which “... we decided to put out a magazine in March and September, 
and made other resolutions concerning circulars, duties, monies, letterhead etc”. 

On Sunday 25 September/*... I met 10NTFNC members for the first outing of 
the Club (and) took them to Holmes Jungle to look at the spectacular waterbirds and 
then around to Buffalo Creek to walk through the steaming mangroves. By 10.30, 
sweat dripping from them, they’d had it and I came home”. 

The following months passed quickly with a motif accepted (designed I believe 
by Peter Stevens), newsletters written and an editor of the Club journal appointed 
(Rob McConehie, a high school science teacher). When the first issue appeared in 
1978, it earned the names of the various offieer-bearers at that time. Two which 
stand out in my memory and haven’t already been mentioned are Alan Wade and 
Stephen Swanson. Alan was a driving force in the drafting of the Constitution and 
the organisation of field-trips, and, I recall, assisted Stephen with preparation of the 
journal. Stephen later became its Editor. 

At the October meeting of the Club, 45 people turned up to hear John Estbergs 
talk about ‘The Birds of the Top End’ and 52 people attended the November 
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meeting. Also, by November we had advised other natural history societies around 
Australia of our existence and the first of many pre-Christmas parties for the Club 
was hosted at Johnny Estbergs prior to the school holidays. 

Concluding Remarks 

Diaries of the type upon which this account is based arc inevitably dry and 
boring (except on occasion to parents). Yet as 1 read the entries I still sense the 
energy and commitment of early members to the concept of the Club as it 
mushroomed into an entity. Their drive was generated by an interest in the 
Territory’s unique wildlife and a desire to share their enthusiasm for it. Since those 
heady days I have remained a constant though distant member, and have followed 
its fortunes with interest. As it begins its second decade the reasons for its existence 
are still apparent and, with the Territory’s development, the need may be greater 
than when it was first mooted. I wish all current members the same drive and 
enthusiasm wc had at its creation. 





